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 My Name is Asher Lev is one of the most superior novels ever written by the 
American Jewish novelist Chaim Potok. This thesis intends to explore the 
core-to-core cultural confrontation between Jewish tradition and western civilization 
in the novel. And by tracing the growth of the protagonist Asher Lev both as an artist 
and as a Jew, this thesis means to exhibit the possible reconciliation between Jewish 
tradition and western secular culture, thus revealing Potok‟s critical reflection on the 
Jewish tradition in modern American society. 
This thesis consists of three chapters, in addition to the introduction and 
conclusion. Chapter one serves as an introduction to the cultural confrontation in 
Potok‟s artistic Jewish world. Potok‟s upbringing and education enables him to cast a 
critical eye on the Jewish tradition. Out of his novels, Potok creates a unique Jewish 
world. While the Jews in the world cherish their tradition, they are also confronting 
western civilization. The cultural confrontation between Jewish tradition and western 
civilization becomes Potok‟s primary concern in his novels. My Name is Asher Lev is 
a sample of Potok cultural confrontation in facing the Jewish world. 
Chapter two is devoted to the analysis of the cultural confrontation between 
Jewish tradition and western secular culture in the novel My Name is Asher Lev. This 
chapter is divided into two sections. The first section introduces the specific 
perspective to explore the confrontation—the father-son relationship. Deep rooted in 
the Jewish tradition and much polished by immigrant experience, the father-son 
relationship has become a motif in Jewish American literature, which is often adopted 
by Jewish American writers to explore the confrontation between Jewish tradition and 
western secular culture. The second section investigates the cultural confrontation in 
the novel, which is chiefly centered on the two artistic vessels, nude, crucifixion in 
addition to art itself. This section consists of three parts. The first part investigates the 















not in that it is western, but that it is art. The second part analyzes the confrontation 
between Jewish aesthetics and western aesthetics. While Jewish aesthetics favors 
conformity within the Jewish community, western aesthetics prefers individuality. As 
the protagonist Asher Lev pursues his artistic path, the confrontation becomes 
impossible to avoid. The third part is to analyze the distinctive perception of the 
artistic vessel crucifixion by both the artist and the Jewish people. While for the artist, 
crucifixion is merely an artistic vessel to accommodate suffering, for the Jews it is the 
most vicious excuse for anti-Semitism to persecute Jewish people for thousands of 
years. All these confrontations between different aspects of Jewish culture and 
western culture, make the confrontation impossible to avoid, and the two difficult to 
reconcile. 
Chapter three is dedicated to the exploration of possible reconciliation between 
Jewish tradition and western culture, in Potok‟s successful portrait of Asher Lev both 
as an artist and as a Jew. This chapter is further divided into two sections. The first 
section traces the growth of Asher Lev as an artist. Against the restrains from both 
family and community, Asher affirms himself as an artist. From doubt to affirmation, 
an individual Jew who is more and more conscious of himself as an artist is vividly 
depicted in the novel. The second section traces the growth of Asher Lev as a Jew. In 
his growing understanding of the family tradition of emissary, in his increasing 
apprehension of the mythic ancestor, a Jewish artist who finally defines himself in 
terms of his tradition is fully conveyed. And a possible reconciliation between Jewish 
tradition and western civilization is thoroughly explored. 
In conclusion, Potok believes that Jewish tradition is dynamic, rather than static, 
into which new elements can be built. Asher‟s incorporation of western art is an 
individual‟s exploration of the build-in of alien elements to the Jewish tradition. In the 
process of build-in, however, individual beings should be allowed of the freedom to 
explore new horizons. Asher is first allowed, but is denied later. Yet the Jewish artist‟s 
double affirmation both as an artist and as a Jew does justify Potok‟s belief in the 
possible reconciliation between Jewish tradition and western civilization.  
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Ever since the Jews landed on the American land, they have been constantly 
confronted with a cultural dilemma. On the one hand, they would retain their Jewish 
tradition; on the other hand, however, they are unwilling to be denied by the new 
world. Such dilemma becomes Potok‟s central preoccupation in his novels and is 
often explored in the artistic Jewish world he creates with his novels. Among them is 
his masterpiece My Name is Asher Lev. 
My Name is Asher Lev, Potok‟s third novel, typifies his exploration of cultural 
dilemma in the confrontation between the Jewish tradition and the Western culture in 
modern American society. Much drawn from the author‟s childhood experience, and 
as a homage to James Joyce, especially to the modernist‟s A Portrait of the Artist as a 
Young Man, the novel, by tracing the growth of the young protagonist Asher Lev, as 
he pursues his career as an artist, dramatizes the confrontation between Jewish 
tradition and Western art, the two essential elements from the cores of the two 
cultures. 
Critical attention has been drawn to the novel ever since its publication, despite 
the fact that reviews are not all favorable. As a matter of fact, mixed criticism is 
elicited from critics, just as the other Potok novels have received. There are lavish 
praises from Guy Davenport and Robert J. Milch. Davenport in The New York Times 
Book Review praises the novel for its “deceptive plain” style, and acclaims it as a 
story of “of finely articulated tragic power… a tragedy of terrifying dimensions” 
(Davenpont, 1972: 18). Robert J. Milch in the Saturday Review, similarly, gave a 
positive assessment of the novel, stating that Potok is the “real thing,” “in Potok‟s 
writing Judaism is a living complex force, not merely a subject of garbled nostalgic 
recall or an anachronistic source of exoticism and background color…” and My Name 
is Asher Lev is “heartfelt and straightforward… (and) is narrated with a fluent 
simplicity that belies its intellectual depth and the technical skill of its construction” 















Meanwhile, there is harsh criticism from Dione Johnson, Anthony Barton and 
David Stern. Both Johnson and Barton targeted at the novel‟s bad characterization. 
Johnson accused the novel for its unconvincingness, “we take his word for it, but he is 
pretty inarticulate. He never speaks in anything but simple declarative sentences” 
(Johnson, 1972: 10). And Barton believes that the protagonist “never really comes to 
life,” the story is “ponderous,” “humorless,” “dull,”—a “failure” (Barton, 1972: 11). 
The bitterest review came from David Stern, who not only denounces the 
characterization of the novel, but also claims having found primary defects in all 
Potok novels.  
(Potok‟s) characters display no real understanding of the dilemmas which they 
have been chosen to exemplify, which is nothing short of the dilemma of modern 
religious Judaism itself … the schizophrenic trap of living a double life and 
speaking in two, often exclusive languages—the subject of all of Potok‟s 
novels—is precisely what has been most unsuccessful either in depicting or in 
attempting to resolve. (Stern, 1972: 102) 
A number of critics have noticed the subtle relationship between Potok‟s My 
Name is Asher Lev and James Joyce‟s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. So the 
two works are constantly contrastively studied. S. Lillian Kremer, in “Dedalus in 
Brooklyn: Influences of A Portrait of the Artist as a Youngman on My Name is Asher 
Lev”, analyzes the Joycean influence of subject, structure, and mythic patterning in 
the work of the young novelist, believing that “vital parallels do exist (between the 
two works) and suggest the source of maturing craftsmanship” (Kremer, 1981: 27). 
Warren R. True, in “Potok and Joyce: the Artist and his Culture”, while examining the 
artist‟s bond to family, nation and religion, claims that Asher has undergone the same 
process of alienation from family, country and religion, just like Stephen Dedalus has 
in Joyce‟s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (True, 1982: 181-190).  
Despite the heated debates over Potok and his works on the foreign lands, very 
little critical attention has been paid to the novelist in China. No major literary history 
edited by Chinese scholars has covered the writer thus far, although some keen critics 
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